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Abstract Innovation and reform are crucial to progress, but higher education institutions are
by nature highly resistant to change. This article describes long-term strategic incrementalism,
an approach to change advocated by L. Cuban, How scholars trumped teachers: Change
without reform in university curriculum, teaching, and research, 1890–1990, Teachers College
Press, New York, NY, 1999, and proposes a model based on this approach as a proven way of
successfully carrying out change within higher education. The approach and model are
illustrated through two cases involving reforms—one at the department level and another at
the institutional level.
Key words change . incremental . strategic . higher education
The Importance and Urgency of Implementing Change in Higher Education
Over the years, countless calls for change in higher education have been issued by
individuals and groups at all levels of the system. In 1983, for instance, a national
commission appointed by the Reagan administration issued A Nation at Risk (1983), a
report that challenged the United States to make appropriate changes in its schools and
colleges (p. 1). Fifteen years later, the Boyer Commission on Educating Undergraduates in
the Research University (1998) claimed that “research universities have too often failed,
and continue to fail, their undergraduate populations” (p. 13) and called for the
“reinventing” and “radical reconstruction” (p. 14) of undergraduate education. Recently,
in A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of U. S. Higher Education (Spellings 2006), a
commission appointed by U. S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings, reported that
there is “much that requires urgent reform” (p. ix) in U.S. higher education. Accordingly,
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the report recommended “that America’s colleges and universities embrace a culture of
continuous innovation and quality improvement” (p. 5).
In addition to these large, nationwide change campaigns, smaller-scale endeavors to
produce change at the institutional, college, and department levels are also extremely
common. Such institutional change efforts may involve anything from modifying a general
policy to changing the curriculum for a major. Lucas and Associates (2000) forecasted that
“change in higher education will be a compelling force in the next decade” (p. 7) in
response to expanding information, spiraling competition, the integration of technology into
education, the changing expectations and demands of students and parents, and the
increasing emphasis on accountability. Over two decades ago, Cameron and Whetten
(1984, pp. 31–32) noted an alarmingly high rate of institutional demise among colleges and
universities that do not adjust to such environmental changes. More recently, Baldwin and
Baumann (2005) pointed out that “academic programs must experiment and evolve in order
to keep pace with advances in knowledge, changes in professional practice, and shifting
conditions in society” (p. 89). They went on to say, “Education in every academic field
must adapt to accommodate changing student interests, new approaches to teaching and
learning, and new interpretations and applications of the discipline. Educational programs
designed to prepare students for a dynamic future must be dynamic themselves” (p. 89).

The Challenge of Implementing Change
Despite the need for change, colleges and universities are resistant to change in many ways.
Irving Kristol (1968) once observed that “the university has been... the least inventive (or
even adaptive) of our social institutions since the end of World War II” (p. 50). Going back
even further, the Carnegie Council for Policy Studies in Higher Education (1980) noted that
since the 1500s “the Catholic Church and the early universities of Western Europe [have
been], among all the institutions in our [Western] historical tradition, the ones that have
continued least changed in form and function” (p. 9). In greater detail, “taking, as a starting
point, 1530, when the Lutheran Church was founded, some 66 institutions that existed then
still exist today in the Western World in recognizable forms: the Catholic Church, the
Lutheran Church, the parliaments of Iceland and the Isle of Man, and 62 universities”
(p. 9). The stunning resiliency of universities over the centuries led the Carnegie Council to
conclude, “Universities in the past have been remarkable for their historic continuity, and we
may expect this same characteristic in the future. They have experienced wars, revolutions,
depressions, and industrial transformations, and have come out less changed than almost any
other segment of their societies” (p. 9). More recently, Lee et al. (2007) concluded, “change in
higher education, when it occurs, often proceeds at a glacial pace” (p. 17).
Nearly 500 years ago, Niccolò Machiavelli warned, “It must be considered that there is
nothing more difficult to carry out, nor more doubtful of success, nor more dangerous to handle,
than to initiate a new order of things” (1952, p. 49). In our time and in regard to bringing about
change in education systems, Fullan (1991) noted, “Intrinsic dilemmas in the change process,
coupled with the intractability of some factors and the uniqueness of individual settings, make
successful change a highly complex and subtle social process” (p. 66).
Reacting to the Spellings report, Morris (2007) agreed that institutions should be
innovative but that “the major question is one of implementation.... We know that faculty
members and departments are critical to the change process” (p. 2). Nevertheless, “We do
not know the forces outside or within the academy that will drive the proposed change
agenda...” (p. 2). Such has been the case with many change efforts in higher education.
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Miles, editor of Innovation in Education (1964,) wrote, “Educational innovations are
almost never installed on their merits” (p. 635). Fullan (1991) concurred, explaining that
“good ideas, while necessary, are not sufficient for influencing others to change” (p. 108).
Mann (1978) explained, “change raises fundamental questions of values and power”
(pp. xii), and a common mistake made by change agents in education “lies in applying
methods that are largely educational to situations that are fundamentally political”
(pp. xii). Fullan (1991) called change “a sociopolitical process” (p. 5) and warned that
“the odds against successful planned educational change are not small” (p. 93).
The experiences of many innovative educators have borne witness to the difficulty of
accomplishing change. Mann (in Parish and Arends 1983) concluded that “innovations or
revisions in [school] programs have had only about a 20 percent success rate” (p. 62).
Adams and Chen (1981) estimated that in educational settings “approximately 75% of all
innovations fail to survive in the long term” (p. 6).
In sum, bringing about change in higher education requires more than a good idea, and
overcoming the “historic continuity” of institutions is not easy. Bringing about change
requires concerted effort based on proven theoretical models and tested pragmatic
strategies. “In higher education, innovation is unlikely to be effective unless it is carried
out in a rigorous, theoretically sound, and professionally reflective manner” (Asmar 2004,
p. 49). As Fullan (1991) noted, “to bring about more effective change, we need to be able to
explain not only what causes it but how to influence those causes” (p. 93). He added,
“promoters of change need to be committed and skilled in the change process as well as in
the change itself” (p. 95). In other words, to increase their chances of success, change
agents need to base their efforts on a solid understanding of the process of change. In that
spirit, this article concentrates on equipping readers with conceptual tools and practical
procedures for accomplishing the daunting task of implementing change in academe.

Some Common Approaches to Implementing Change
Over the years an extensive literature and a number of models for explaining how change
occurs in general have been developed. Some of these are top-down in nature. For instance,
the simplistic “research, development, and diffusion model” (Havelock 1969, p. 7)
presupposes that changes occur naturally and automatically. New discoveries are passed
on to users who adopt them and put them into practice. This “trickle-down” perspective,
however, cannot account for all aspects of the change process (Markee 1997b, p. 80). A
contrasting, power-based, top-down model, in which change is mandated by those in a
central position of authority, is the “center-periphery model” (Markee 1997a, pp. 11, 14,
19). This approach is frequently utilized by academic administrators as they attempt to
bring about rapid, fundamental change through a major, top-down initiative. Asmar (2004),
for instance, explained “how a large research university has introduced radical changes in
teaching and learning” by employing an explanatory, top-down, center-periphery model that
considered a number of contextual, institutional factors, including philosophy or sense of
mission (p. 53); scale (narrow or institution-wide) (p. 54); power to implement innovation
(p. 56); and incentives such as salary, tenure, and promotion (p. 60). Unfortunately, while
they are sometimes successful, top-down change campaigns of this type often result in
resistance, resentment, and rejection instead of the desired change (Fullan 2003, p. 32;
Henrichsen 1989; Markee 1997a, p. 19; Rogers and Shoemaker 1971).
Various bottom-up, user-centered models of change provide alternatives to the top-down
approach. In the “problem-solving model” (Havelock 1969, pp. 13–14), for instance,
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change is user-initiated and starts with end-users’ recognition of a need and works toward
the satisfaction of that need by creating appropriate changes. In the social interaction model
(Havelock 1969, p. 7), innovations are seen as flowing not down from the top but through a
system following social structures and relationships. The “linkage model” (Havelock 1969,
p. 4) emphasizes collaborative interaction and two-way communication between an internal
user system and an external resource system. In their book, Leading Academic Change,
Lucas and Associates (2000) recommended such a problem-solving, linkage-based,
collaborative approach to leading academic change and handling resistance to it.
Nevertheless, Fullan (2003) pointed out that
You need ownership for fundamental change, but you can’t get it on a large scale by
relying on bottom-up strategies. If you base a strategy on investing only in local
development, what happens is: (a) not very much of the bottom moves, or (b) some of
it moves in the wrong way, or (c) some of it moves productively, but the good ideas
don’t get around, nor do they persist for very long (p. 32).
A modern alternative to the traditional top-down and bottom-up approaches to change
is based on chaos or complexity theory. According to Fullan (2003) “the essence of
complexity theory” is to be “more comfortable with the awful mystery of complex
systems...[and] resist controlling the uncontrollable” (p. 21). Core concepts of complexity
theory include “non-linearity” (reforms rarely unfold as intended), “unpredictability”
(because of dynamically complex interactions, surprises frequently occur), and “auto
catalysis” (when interacting systems influence each other toward new patterns) (p. 22).
Also, in this approach, “instead of treating the larger context as a given,” change agents
“focus on changing the context” itself (p. xi, italics in original). Beyond that, however,
chaos/complexity theory provides little guidance for what change agents might actually do
to facilitate change.
Beyond these general approaches to change, many particular models for accomplishing
change have been developed and advocated by individuals in various fields. In the business
world, for instance, Kotter and his associates (Kotter 1996; Kotter and Cohen 2002)
proposed an eight-step change model that has become very popular (and which,
incidentally, has similarities to the model we propose below).

Long-term Strategic Incrementalism
An approach that in our experience has proven to be useful for both understanding and
bringing about change in higher education contexts is Cuban’s long-term strategic
incrementalism (1999). It is a broad yet realistic approach to bringing about change in
academic units. The remainder of this article describes that approach, proposes a process
model based upon it that can be used to either analyze or engineer change efforts, and
provides two real-world illustrations of its application drawn from our own experience.
In their book Tinkering Toward Utopia, Tyack and Cuban (1995) developed an
intriguing analysis of continuity and change in the U.S. public educational system. They
maintained that “... actual reforms have typically been gradual and incremental” (p. 5) and
that describing educational change as an out-with-the-old and in-with-the-new process is an
oversimplification and is not what actually happens. More accurately, change is an
incremental process.
Successful change also involves what Tyack and Cuban (1995) called “tinkering with
the system.... Tinkering is one way of preserving what is valuable and reworking what is
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not” (p. 5). Fullan (1991) described this tinkering process as “have a plan, but learn by doing”
(p. 83) and warned that “change is not a fully predictable process... no amount of knowledge
[at the outset] will ever make it totally clear what action should be taken” (p. 107). For the
same reason, Fullan (2003) cautioned that “premature clarity is a dangerous thing” (p. 24).
In Cuban’s subsequent (1999) work dealing with change in higher education, he offered
a typology for change that consists of four dimensions: breadth, depth, level, and time. The
dimensions of breadth and depth are represented in the matrix shown in Fig. 1. This matrix
(Cuban 1999, p. 67) consists of a square divided into four equal parts based on two
dimensions—depth and breadth. Movement from the top of the square to the bottom
expresses the depth of change—from incremental to fundamental. Moving from the left to
the right indicates the breadth of change—from narrow to broad. Change that takes place in
the top left quadrant (incremental and narrow) consists of relatively minor “additions,
enhancements, modifications, alterations” (p. 63). This type of change is appropriate when
the system is not broken; it just needs some alterations to be more efficient. To illustrate,
Cuban offered the metaphor of an old car that still has many miles left on it. It just needs
new tires, a tune up, and perhaps a paint job. In contrast, change in the lower right quadrant
(fundamental and broad) is “revolutionary, radical, major, substantial, structural, significant,
and transformative” (p. 64). This type of change calls for “a new car or a completely
different form of transportation” (p. 64). An illustration of quadrant-four change in higher
education might be the radical, institution-wide changes in the scholarship of teaching and
learning designed to encourage “research-led teaching” at a large, traditional, research
university (Asmar 2004, p. 53). Such changes do not occur frequently or quickly.
Cuban’s additional (third and fourth) dimensions of level and time are difficult to depict
in a two-dimensional graphic but are nevertheless critical. Figure 2 is designed to indicate
the dimension of level. Nearly all larger organizations have multiple levels. In the case of
universities, levels within the academic realm might include departments (low), colleges,
schools (mid), and the entire institution (high). The level in an organization “at which the
intended change... is targeted becomes ever so important for implementation” (Cuban 1999,
p. 66). In other words, the greater the number of people affected by a change, the greater the

Fig. 1 Cuban’s breadth depth
matrix.
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Fig. 2 Cuban’s matrix showing
the dimension of level.

task of successfully implementing that change is. For instance, changing a department
policy or practice is considerably easier than taking on an institution-wide issue.
In order to understand Cuban’s fourth dimension of time, one must think of the matrix
shown in Fig. 1 as a snapshot taken at a given point in the process of change. To show how
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time impacts change requires a series of snapshots taken at different times (see Fig. 3).
Arranged in chronological order, these snapshots become “an album documenting the
zigzag journey [over the matrix] in the life span of a planned change” (Cuban 1999, p. 68).
Considering all four dimensions at once—depth, breadth, level, and time—results in an
image like the one in Fig. 4.

Model Based on Long-term Strategic Incrementalism
The four dimensions of Cuban’s approach to change in higher education serve as the
underpinnings for the process model of change that we propose (see Fig. 5). Its various
elements are grouped into three general categories: planning what, planning how, and
putting plans into operation. A discussion of each of these elements follows.
Moving from left to right, the first element in the model represents the preliminary step
of identifying the problem(s) to be addressed. This fundamental step serves several
purposes. First it allows for issues to be prioritized. Establishing priorities saves valuable
time and creates focus. Additionally, in the process of articulating a problem, stakeholders,
opponents, and obstacles to the desired change should be identified.
The importance of having a long-term vision or goal (where you want to be in the future
or the changes you want to make) cannot be overstated and is emphasized in many change
models (e.g., Kotter 1996, p. 68; Kotter and Cohen 2002, p. 61). In metaphorical terms, this
vision or goal is like a destination, and travelers who know where they are bound are more
likely to figure out which route will get them to that destination. Although necessarily
general and flexible enough to allow for tinkering, a clear vision helps innovators select
what needs to be done to achieve a desired change.
Once what to change has been clarified, how to change it must be considered. This
brings us to the next element in the model. In “Planning How,” a necessary first step is to
consider whether the type of change desired is broad or narrow, incremental or
fundamental. At this point, it is also wise to take into account the level within the
organization at which change is desired.
Fig. 3 Cuban’s matrix showing
the dimension of time.
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Fig. 4 Cuban’s matrix with all
four dimensions.

A single, direct line to a desired destination is not common when traveling, and it
seldom exists when implementing change in higher education, so choosing a series of
shorter “connecting routes” is essential. This is the process of identifying increments—the
series of small steps taken towards a long-term goal. Kotter call this “planning for and
creating short-term wins” (1996, p. 21) or simply “create short-term wins” (Kotter and
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Fig. 5 Process model for long-term strategic incrementalism.

Cohen 2002, p. 7). In selecting incremental steps, one also needs to anticipate and keep in
mind forces that might facilitate or oppose the desired changes.
Overcoming obstacles, recruiting supporting forces, and implementing the increments of
the desired change requires a strategy. Deciding which strategy to use depends not only on
the depth, breadth, and level of the increment, but also on the institutional context. Some
incremental changes can be made by simply following existing procedures within the
organization. Other more complex and perhaps controversial increments may require extra
effort.
With a clear goal, carefully selected increments leading to that goal, and a strategy for
implementation, a realistic time frame must be established; change takes longer than most
people think. Brand (1999) claimed that our modern civilization has revved “itself into a
pathologically short attention span” (p. 2). While many aspects of our lives may involve
quick technological fixes, institutional change is not one of them. Tyack and Cuban’s
(1995) and Cuban’s (1999) research on educational change is abundantly clear on this
point. Change in school systems takes significant time to stick; quick fixes generally do not
persist. Fullan (1991) agreed that “effective change takes time” and warned against
“unrealistic or undefined time lines.” He added, ‘Significant change in the form of
implementing specific innovations can be expected to take a minimum of two or three
years; bringing about institutional reforms can take five or more years.... Persistence is a
critical attribute of successful change” (p. 106). Patience and perseverance are necessary
elements. One must think in terms of having a long-term goal with small steps leading
toward it. Effective leaders of change should not hunt “for boulders that can crush the
opposition“ but rather “search for pebbles to make a path toward . . . [the desired goal]”
(Cuban 1999, p. 204).
In the final “putting plans into operation” stage, change agents begin to actually take the
planned incremental steps toward the long-range goal. In this process, it is necessary to
pilot, evaluate, and modify the increments. The change process is an evolutionary one and,
as noted above, necessarily involves an element of trial and error—tinkering.
While tinkering, promoters of change must watch for opportunities that may facilitate
the cause. Circumstances such as changes in leadership, re-accreditation, new directives,
new standards, and new faculty hires can all work toward a desired change. Other factors
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include leader-generated calls for change or pressure from stakeholders. Accomplishing
change is much easier when these factors support it.
Regardless of its type at the time of introduction, an innovation will not necessarily
maintain its original position in the matrix as it is implemented. This moving from one
quadrant to another is called shifting. For instance, a narrow, incremental change may over
time develop into a fundamental, system-wide change. In like manner, through the tinkering
process, a fundamental change may well be scaled back to an incremental change.
Sometimes the change process shifts itself, and sometimes the shift is an intentional move.
Such shifts are analogous to shifting gears when driving a car. When going up a steep
incline, it is helpful to shift into low gear to produce more power. Other times, conditions
make it possible to shift into high gear and speed along. This shifting is not only likely but
descriptive of what often happens in many change campaigns. When opposition to a broad
or fundamental change arises, it may be advisable to modify the change to be more narrow
or incremental. When conditions are right, broader or more fundamental changes may be
attempted.
The final element of the model has to do with the stabilization and institutionalization of
changes. Huberman and Miles (1984) defined stabilization as the “relative ‘settledness’ of
the innovation—whether it was still undergoing sizable changes or was essentially in a
refinement mode” (p. 191). This concept fits well with Tyack and Cuban’s (1995) idea of
“tinkering” with a change. Institutionalization involves the “routinization of the
innovation,” the degree to which the change has become “built into” the system (p. 207).
Their research found that supportive conditions for institutionalization included continuing
“administrative pressure,” “lack of serious resistance,” “teacher-administrator harmony,”
and “stabilized use by a large percentage of users” (p. 221). In his model, Kotter devoted
two steps to these activities: “consolidating gains...” and “anchoring new approaches in the
culture” (1996, p. 21), or simply “Don’t let up” and “Make change stick” (Kotter and
Cohen 2002, p. 7). Since long-term strategic incrementalism entails a lengthy process, the
actual moment when a change is achieved may not be pronounced, detectible, or even exist.
Nevertheless, over the months, semesters, and years as the increments are implemented,
modified, adopted, and maintained, the desired change engrains itself into the fabric of the
institution.
Real-world Illustrations
The following two cases illustrate our process model of long-term strategic incrementalism
by showing how change was brought about in two higher education settings. Data were
collected through participant observations; our university positions allowed us to monitor
the events described in the cases over the course of several years. The key events were later
generalized from our own records and recollections of events as they had occurred (Borg
and Gall 1996). In the descriptions that follow, our purpose, in accordance with grounded
theory (Geertz 1973) is “to draw large conclusions from small but very densely textured
facts; to support broad assertions...” (p. 28).
The first case involves the department-level reform of a teacher preparation program. In
terms of Cuban’s (1999) typology, it was a low-level, quadrant one effort that temporarily
shifted to quadrant four and ultimately migrated to quadrant two. The second case involves
a university-wide change regarding international student education—a broad and
fundamental (quadrant four) effort at a high institutional level. Although each case is
unique, the principles illustrated are applicable to other disciplines and institutions.
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Case 1: Changing Graduate and Undergraduate Curricula
For many years, the graduate and undergraduate programs in TESOL (Teaching English
to Speakers of Other Languages) at Brigham Young University (in Provo, Utah) had
remained the same. The change process started small, with a new faculty member asking
questions about the programs’ purposes and curricula. Department administrators did not
have solid answers to these questions, but they were not especially enthusiastic about
change either. In their view, the program, as it existed, seemed to be working just fine. This,
of course, meant that any change efforts would have to wait until the timing was right. The
right time came when the new faculty member was put in charge of the department’s
TESOL curriculum committee. The committee began meeting monthly, identifying areas of
concern and establishing a long-term vision for the graduate program. The committee
proceeded incrementally over the next semester, examining various aspects of the program
and brainstorming how to improve them. Committee members also considered what
stakeholders and resources (such as time, money, and faculty members in the department,
and courses and faculty in other departments) they could count on in this improvement
process, as well as the obstacles and opposition they could expect. By the time the
committee completed this first, “planning what” step in the process, a year had passed.
They then moved into the “planning how” phase and identified several quadrant-one
(narrow, incremental) activities—harmonizing the goals and content of the various courses
and coordinating the various teaching practicum experiences. As momentum built, it was
possible to shift to slightly broader, more fundamental changes, such as examining,
correlating, and re-sequencing the graduate courses. These increments took another year to
accomplish, but the alterations were accumulating into something substantial and
transformative.
Three years into the process, due to a timing opportunity, the faculty’s attention
turned from the graduate program to the undergraduate TESOL minor. Growing
numbers of K-12 students for whom English was a second language had produced an
“ESL crisis” in Utah’s public schools. In response, the State Department of Education
had created a new set of requirements for its ESL endorsement; and Brigham Young
University’s undergraduate TESOL minor, which had previously been allowed as a K12 teaching minor, did not meet those new standards. At about the same time, the
graduate dean expressed concern about overlap between graduate and undergraduate
programs at the university and communicated her wishes for change in this regard.
With these two facilitating factors operating at full force, the time was clearly ripe for
change. In August, the TESOL faculty held a full-day retreat and developed a new
long-term vision of the nature and purposes of both the undergraduate and graduate
TESOL programs. Increments leading to the desired broad, fundamental changes were
mapped out, and a few months later the committee submitted curriculum change
proposals that both eliminated the overlap between the graduate and undergraduate
programs and produced two completely revised undergraduate TESOL minors (one of
which satisfied the requirements for the new, Utah ESL endorsement).
That same year, the department also underwent a regularly scheduled academic unit
review. This review, which occurs every six years, provided key opportunities not only to
solidify the changes made in the TESOL programs in the preceding years but also to get
additional resources to stabilize and institutionalize them. In subsequent years, the
recommendations of the external reviewers based largely on interviews with the faculty
during the review were used to support the department’s strategic resource planning
requests for increased funding and reduced teaching loads.
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The following year, “tinkering” with the graduate program resumed. The faculty
considered modifying the TESOL M.A. degree to include a classroom oriented M.A.T.
(master of arts in teaching) option, but creating an entirely new degree was too fundamental
and therefore too formidable a task. Instead, the change movement downshifted from
quadrant four to quadrant two and took a more incremental approach as the faculty devoted
attention to creating a teaching-oriented M.A. project option in addition to the traditional,
research-oriented thesis option. The next year, when the University Graduate Council
approved the changes, they were institutionalized.
At the time they were made, most of these changes were not seen as revolutionary, but
over time the cumulative result was truly dramatic. In retrospect, nearly every aspect of
these two programs, from their purposes to their requirements, including the names and
content of almost every course, had been changed in one way or another. If at the outset all
these changes had been proposed at once, the opposition would have probably been
insurmountable. Nevertheless, while it took several years, the process of establishing a
long-term vision, making a series of small changes, enlisting support, overcoming
obstacles, waiting patiently for the right moments to propose changes, downshifting when
opposition arose, “tinkering” with changes as they were implemented, and finally
institutionalizing the changes clearly worked.
Case 2: Increasing the “Returnability” of International Students
Returnability is not found in most dictionaries. This word, however, is very much a part
of the vocabulary at Brigham Young University’s Hawaii campus (in Laie, Hawaii), where
the issue is alive and well. Almost from its inception in 1955, BYU Hawaii has had a
significant international student enrollment. It is currently the most international campus in
the country with 48% of its 2,400 students coming from 70 countries in Asia, the Pacific,
and other parts of the world. Having a large international student body is rewarding and at
the same time challenging. Getting students back to their homelands after they complete
their studies is one of the greatest challenges BYU Hawaii has faced. Early statistics from
the school indicate that significant numbers of students in the 1950s and 1960s remained in
the United States after graduation. That pattern continues to this day. Of course, BYU
Hawaii is not the only university with this challenge. Any university in the nation that
admits international students serves as a doorway to the United States for a certain percentage of those students. The “brain drain” as it has been called has been an issue in U.S.
higher education for decades (Bevis 2002). However, when nearly 50% of a student body is
international and when part of the institutional mission is to prepare students for service in
their homelands, returnability gets attention.
BYU Hawaii has had eight university presidents during its 50-year history. The ninth
president just began his term. Returnability was a persistent, difficult issue during the first
seven presidents’ terms in office. Some presidents had put great effort to solving the
problem; some paid lip service. (One presidential candidate reportedly insisted that he
would not accept the position if the Board of Trustees set improved returnability as an
expectation during his tenure.) The best summation of the returnability issue over the past
fifty years was offered by a senior BYU Hawaii faculty member who said in a personal
communication, “It has been like the ebb and flow of the tide; discussions of returnability
come and go depending on who is in charge, but the problem remains essentially
unchanged.”
The eighth president was determined to accomplish what his predecessors could not.
During the last four years of his term, he declared that it was time to do something about
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this decades-old problem. Things had to change. His initial step was to form a committee to
study the issue and make recommendations. After nearly six months of deliberating causes,
debating definitions, and disagreeing over procedures, the committee began extensive data
collection to discover the views of faculty, staff, administrators, students, parents, alumni
and ecclesiastical leaders on the issue. Almost a year to the day from when the committee
first met, a proposal for change was sent to the president. His response showed every sign
of real returnability reform.
The committee not only recommended what should be changed but more importantly
how it needed to be changed. The proposal suggested “that change take place in small, sure
increments over a long period of time with a clear vision of the end product” (Evans 2002,
p. vi). In brief, they submitted an end objective, a list of seven incremental steps that led
toward that objective, and a long timeline for implementation. The president admitted that it
was a new approach, but more of the same would yield just that—more of the same. He
accepted the recommendations and began the process almost immediately. He began
tackling the problem one increment at a time at a sure steady pace.
The process of change continued non-stop during the president’s final four years in
office. A new placement office was created with a full FTE reassigned to hire a
qualified director; a standing committee on returnability was established; admission
office literature was printed and distributed, declaring institutional goals for helping
students return; a new section in the alumni survey focused on returnability; updates on
return rates were included in presidential and other key reports; and the real sign of
change, donor contributions were sought on the promise that BYU Hawaii was
committed to helping international students return. The term returnability was also
changed ever so slightly but significantly to return-ability (indicating an emphasis on
increasing students’ capacity to succeed in their home countries). This word and concept
are now very much a part of the campus vocabulary and culture. Changes are well
underway and show promising signs of permanency. The real test of endurance will be if
these changes have enough momentum to carry on as a new president takes the lead. All
indications are that BYU Hawaii’s leaders may well have changed a 50-year old tidal
pattern one increment at a time.

Conclusion
In higher education today, an institution’s success—indeed its very survival—may depend
on its ability to keep pace with the ever-changing environment. Yet significant change in
higher education does not come quickly, easily, or by happenstance. Bringing about
consequential change requires strategic planning, much work, and considerable patience.
Many different approaches to the change process have been proposed (e.g., complexity
theory (Fullan 2003) or Kotter’s eight stages (1996, 2002)), and they offer valuable
perspectives and analytical possibilities. The model presented in this paper, however, was
based on principles drawn primarily from Cuban’s long-term strategic incrementalism. It
proved to be particularly useful for describing change processes in actual higher education
contexts. The two cases in this paper illustrate the various elements of the process model—
in the “planning what,” “planning how,” and “putting the plan into operation” stages—for
two different change efforts in two distinct institutional settings. These cases not only
illustrate the model but also provide hope that meaningful reforms in higher education truly
can be achieved.
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